created in their manufacture in isolation, as mixtures and as drug blends synthesized to mimic street samples. The concentrations used represented those recorded in the body during drug use.
All these chemicals were hugely toxic to both liver and kidney cell lines. The major impurity in BZP, dibenzylpiperazine, is especially toxic to the kidneys. One of the starting materials, piperazine hexahydrate, some of which can make it into the final product, is extremely toxic to the liver. These results start to explain the symptoms of renal and hepatic failure observed in people who use BZP.
Toxicity depends on the composition and concentration of the mixtures, and the effects are hard to predict. Other side effects include insomnia, anxiety attacks, nausea, vomiting and serious palpitations that frequently go unreported. These effects become worse when the drugs are mixed with alcohol. In short, the effect on individuals is potentially significant, longlasting and even fatal. Control of such drugs brings its own problems. Synthesis of a compound is driven underground. BZP is easily manufactured from piperazine hexahydrate and benzyl chloride, but the level of impurities depends on the precise quantities of starting materials, the reaction conditions and the procedures used to extract the drug from the reaction mixture. This presents a paradox common in drug control: the safest option is for people not to ingest the chemicals, which is the aim of making them illegal. But making them illegal can make them more dangerous.
In response to this conundrum, people on both sides of the debate over whether to criminalize drugs often cite the economic benefit of their approach, but this argument is a red herring. Both sides have costs. Outpatient treatment after the ingestion of BZP costs hundreds of pounds per patient per visit. In-patient care, including treatment in an intensive-care unit, costs thousands of pounds a day. Society has a right to frown on and to seek to outlaw such costly behaviour. Yet the science behind a strategy of drug prohibition -quality-control methods in an analytical lab and access to forensic services -is expensive too.
So, returning to the original question: should we continue to outlaw recreational drugs, and compounds such as BZP in particular? The evidence is mounting that even pure drugs are toxic and do harm, both in the short and in the longer term. When public health and safety is at risk then surely it is socially responsible to ban these substances, and to provide a legislative and forensic-science system that supports such bans. WORLD VIEWA personal take on events
